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On Dec. 29, in a massive ceremony attended by hundreds of diplomats and observed by thousands
of Guatemalan citizens, President Alvaro Arzu's administration and the heads of the rebel Unidad
Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) signed a final peace agreement, bringing to an end
the last remaining guerrilla war in Central America. Notwithstanding the jubilation, the approval
in mid-December of what most grassroots organizations consider a "blanket amnesty" for human
rights violators has cast a shadow over the peace process. The signing of the peace agreement caps
nearly ten years of negotiations, during which the government and the URNG forged a series of
subaccords that call for sweeping social, economic, and political reforms in Guatemala (see NotiSur,
02/23/96, 03/15/96, 04/12/96, 06/07/96, 09/27/96, 11/08/96, 11/15/96 and 12/13/96).
The long-awaited final agreement was signed by the members of the government's peace
commission and the four top commanders of the URNG in a ceremony in the National Palace that
was televised live to the nation. Nine presidents from Latin American and European countries also
attended, all of whom signed the accord as honorary observers. "The time for reconciliation and
solidarity has arrived," said President Arzu in a speech following the signing of the accords. "We
must now reconstruct a nation that has been ripped apart at its core. We must bring an end to the
barbarities and in their place cement the foundations for prosperity and harmony. It is time to go to
work on building a strong and united nation."
In the central plaza in front of the palace, some 40,000 citizens gathered in a massive demonstration
to commemorate the event. The rally capped two days of demonstrations and celebrations of the
peace accord by grassroots organizations. The open return to Guatemala of the URNG's top leaders
following more than three decades of clandestinity and exile marked the high point of the events.
After attending the ceremonies on Dec. 29, the rebel commanders remained in the country for seven
days, during which time they met with a broad array of grassroots organizations to prepare for their
final return to the country, planned for late January.
While in the country, the URNG leaders were accompanied by army officers and soldiers assigned
to protect them during their stay. In fact, the rebel commanders were flown by army helicopters
to various rural zones where guerrilla troops had assembled to greet them in commemoration
of the peace accords. "Army helicopters that previously led bombing raids against us are now
transporting us to these locations to meet with you," said Pablo Monsanto, head of the Fuerzas
Armadas Rebeldes (FAR), in a speech to a crowd of FAR combatants assembled in the northern
department of El Peten. "From this point forward, the armed conflict has come to an end. A space
has been opened as a result of the peace accords that will allow us to construct a political party
within an environment of national reconciliation." The URNG expects its combatants to form a solid
core of party organizers around the country once the troops are fully demobilized and reintegrated
into civic society. According to official guerrilla and government estimates, there are about 3,250
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rebel troops around the nation the first definitive appraisal of guerrilla strength in recent years.
Since the mid-1980s, the army has adamantly insisted that the URNG had only about 800 active
combatants in Guatemala.
The largest of the four rebel organizations that make up the URNG is the Ejercito Guerrillero de
los Pobres (EGP), which has 2,100 armed combatants. Once the demobilization process begins,
the EGP's troops will be relocated into camps in the northwestern departments of El Quiche and
Huehuetenango. The FAR is the second largest group, with 900 combatants. Those troops will be
located in camps in the Peten and the southern department of Santa Rosa. Finally, the Organizacion
del Pueblo en Armas (ORPA), which has 250 troops, will relocate its combatants into camps in the
southwestern departments of Quezaltenango and Escuintla. The remaining rebel organization
Partido Guatemalteco de los Trabajadores (PGT) has no armed combatants, since its members have
dedicated their efforts in recent years to political organizing among grassroots organizations, mostly
in the capital and other urban areas.
Indeed, an estimated 6,000 unarmed rebel collaborators around the country must also be openly
reintegrated into civic society. Notwithstanding the signing of the final accord and the preparations
for the rebels' imminent relocation into cease- fire zones, the process of guerrilla demobilization
has been temporarily delayed by a diplomatic row between Guatemala and China. On Jan. 10,
China vetoed Guatemala's request to the UN Security Council for a 155-member "military observer
mission" to supervise the cease-fire. China was angered by Guatemala's close diplomatic relations
with Taiwan and its support for Taiwan's efforts to be accepted as a member of the UN.
Despite the veto, the Guatemalan and Chinese governments are currently negotiating a resolution
to their differences with the help of the US and some other members of the Security Council to pave
the way for a new vote on the request. If China were to maintain its veto, Guatemala would then
request that the Organization of American States (OAS) send an observer mission to oversee the
cease-fire in place of the UN.
Meanwhile, despite broad support for the peace agreement, the final accord is not without critics.
On Dec. 18, the Guatemalan legislature approved a "Law of National Reconciliation," which most
human rights groups and grassroots organizations consider a blanket amnesty for those who
committed grave human rights violations during the war. The law was ostensibly approved to
provide the guerrillas with a legal framework to lay down their arms and reintegrate into civic
society free from legal reprisals for having committed political crimes.
Nevertheless, the law was broadened to include rebel and government troops alike, which the
government argued was necessary to not favor one side over the other and to pave the way
for full national reconciliation. The amnesty law does state that genocide, torture, and forced
disappearances cannot be excused. But extrajudicial executions were not included in the list of
exceptions, and the law is ambiguous in major respects, leaving unclear the types of crimes that will
or will not be subject to amnesty.
The amnesty approved by the Guatemalan Congress is a "transcendental error" that will make it
almost impossible to prosecute most of the worst crimes committed against innocent people by
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the security forces and the guerrillas, read an editorial in the New York Times, which also pointed
out that assassins from both sides in the conflict agreed to pardon themselves at the expense of the
society that they terrorized. The Times said that, if a reasonable degree of responsibility for these
crimes is not established, peace will be unstable, and the promised return to the rule of law will not
be fulfilled. [Sources: La Jornada, 12/19/96; Washington Office on Latin America, 12/20/96; New York
Times, 12/18/96, 12/19/96, 12/30/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias- Spanish news service
EFE, 12/12/96, 12/17/96, 12/19/96, 01/01/97, 01/03/97, 01/04/97, 01/08/97, 01/10/97; Inter Press Service,
12/20/96, 12/22/96, 12/27-30/96, 01/06/97, 01/10/97; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 12/17/96, 12/27-29/96,
01/02-09/97, 01/11/97, 01/12/97, 01/14-17/97]
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